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Authentic assessment has been promoted as a key ingredient in good teaching and assessment 
practice in higher education, incorporating problem-based learning, testing of higher order 
skills, and problem based learning beyond the classroom. It may foster problem based learning 
that will be valued for its currency, relevance and practicality by the learners and future 
employers, fostering employability. So, learning activities and assessment tasks can progress 
beyond recall and reproduction, to more complex challenges involving evaluation and meta-
cognitive skills (Maclennan, 2004; Neuman, Marks & Gamorran, 1996). Applied learning has 
been associated with the development of connections between the theoretical and cognitive, 
application of knowledge in practice, improved transferability of skills between university and 
the workplace, and engagement with business and the community (Rae, 2007). This paper 
reports the initial findings from student ‘consultancy to industry’ projects within an 
undergraduate business degree in an Australian university. Data were gathered over four years 
from student surveys and employer feedback. Analysis indicates that the project-based 
learning is seen to be relevant to the degree and subject matter, add value and extend students’ 
technical and discipline learning outcomes. Further, ‘consultancy to industry’ projects should 
be appropriately designed, well organised, properly managed and add value for the industry 
partner. The development of pedagogy and practice in relation to ‘consultancy to industry’ 
projects to enhance outcomes for: (a) students’ learning, (b) industry partners, and (c) project 
design and management are discussed.  
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Introduction 
 
Much teaching in the higher education sector has been associated with teachers telling students how to use 
knowledge; with much assessment subsequently requiring students to write about how they should use the 
knowledge they have gained (Biggs, 1999). Authentic assessment has been promoted as a key ingredient in 
good assessment practice in higher education, incorporating problem-based learning, testing of higher order 
skills, and problem based learning beyond the classroom. If constructed around situations, challenges and tasks 
typically encountered in the profession or job role towards which the student is directing their studies, authentic 
assessment provides teachers and learners with opportunities to demonstrate learning which will be valued for 
its currency, relevance and practicality by the profession, future employers, the learners and accreditation 
agencies.  
 
As the financial burden on students and early career graduates arising from their studies increases, employability 
outcomes are of greater importance to students, employers and the community (Moreland, 2006). Students opt 
to undertake higher education for numerous and varied reasons, however, the expectation that their programs 
will foster employability is a shared one (Stewart & Knowles, 2001). Project-based learning and assessment 
(e.g. projects and consultancies with employers) are examples of applied learning, associated with the 
development of connections between the theoretical and cognitive, application of knowledge in practice, 
improved transferability of skills between university and the workplace, and engagement with business and the 
community (Rae, 2007). It is important, therefore, that the learning experience adds value, is relevant to the 
degree and subject matter, is enjoyable (Rae, 2007) and extends students’ technical and discipline learning 
outcomes. It is important, too, that consultancy projects with industry are appropriately designed, well-
organised, properly managed and add value for the industry partner.  
 
This paper reports on a study that investigates student beliefs about the authenticity and usefulness of the 
‘consultancy to industry’ projects undertaken for assessment in a training and development subject within an 
undergraduate business program. (Based upon its findings, a larger project is proposed to investigate and 
analyse the experiences and outcomes for students, industry partners and the academic coordinators of 
 1
 
TIC 2008 Proceedings
 
‘consultancy to industry’ projects as problem-based learning in a range of disciplines in a business faculty in an 
Australian university).  
 
Authentic assessment 
 
Authentic assessment has been associated with development and demonstration of four important student 
learning outcomes: (a) performance – where the focus is on mastery of complex, multi-phase discipline task 
skills rather than components; (b) analysis –higher order thinking, e.g. organising, synthesising, interpreting, 
evaluating and hypothesising to produce comparisons, contrasts, arguments, application of information to new 
contexts and considerations of different points of view; (c) disciplinary concepts – allowing students to 
demonstrate understanding of ideas, concepts, theories and principles central to the discipline; and (d) 
elaborated written communication – requiring explanation of understanding and conclusions, accompanied by 
richness in detail, qualifications and argument (Maclellan, 2004; Newman, 1997; Newman, Marks & Gamorran, 
1996; Wiggins, 1993). Authentic assessment provides teachers with a way of moving students’ learning and the 
assessment tasks beyond Bloom’s (1956) surface levels of recall and reproduction, to more complex challenges 
involving evaluation and meta-cognitive skills (Maclellan, 2004; Newman et al., 1996). In sum, authentic 
assessment has been found to foster development of students’ meta-cognitive skills. It achieves this by 
providing opportunities for the demonstration of aesthetic, utilitarian and personal values, creativity and 
innovation capability (Newman & Archbald, 1992). Further, it encourages assessment tasks which mirror 
professional practice, adapted for the students’ level of knowledge and skill (Boud & Falchikov, 2006). 
 
Background to the study 
 
In this section, the curriculum context for this project is elaborated, to provide information regarding the 
expectations, requirements and influences which constitute the setting. The training and development (T & D) 
field has changed in recent years. For instance, Simmonds and Pederson (2006) describe T & D as “a 
combination of structured and unstructured learning and performance based activities which develop individual 
and organisational competency, capability and capacity to cope with and successfully manage change” (p. 123). 
Learning in the workplace has come to be viewed predominantly as socially situated (Billett, 2003), experiential 
and self-directed (Buyens et al., 2001; Sambrook & Stewart, 2000), with knowledge seen as contested and 
locally constructed (Fenwick, 2005; Billett, 2003). Indeed, up to 70% of workplace learning was reported as 
occurring informally and outside formal training sessions in one large US study (Pfeffer & Sutton, cited in 
Kraiger, 2003).  
 
In the subject in the present study, authentic assessment tasks were identified as curriculum and assessment 
imperatives. It was held by the subject coordinator that contemporary best practice should be modelled through 
the important aspects of: (a) the content: which concerns the planning, design, evaluation and management of 
curriculum for learning in the organisational setting; (b) the students’ required learning outcomes: which include 
demonstration of discipline knowledge, technical skills and professional practice; and (c) the teaching, learning 
and assessment practices: which should provide students with the necessary discipline knowledge, technical 
skills and practice opportunities in order to demonstrate achievement of the required outcomes. Students 
undertaking this subject are generally in their final year of study, with many in the final semester of their degree 
and hence either already working or actively seeking work. An authentic assessment approach was held to 
provide opportunities for students to develop examples of discipline knowledge and professional practice that 
may be useful and timely for gaining employment or furthering their career goals.  
 
The purpose of the projects, therefore, is (a) the development and application of discipline knowledge and 
technical skills to a real world problem/task which is typical of the discipline and profession, (b) use of ‘live 
case’ and problem-based learning approaches, (c) use of authentic assessment tasks, and (d) creation of 
opportunities for students to engage with the profession, community and their members, to enhance 
employability outcomes.  
 
The projects require individual students to liaise with an organisation/business to identify and address an 
organisational need which is directly relevant to the subject’s learning outcomes and focus, in order to carry out 
an assessment task. This task comprises two interlinked projects: (a) a data collection and analysis of the 
training needs of a small group of employees and the context of the job/task and organisation, and (b) the 
subsequent design of an appropriate training program to address the needs identified in (a). Students must carry 
out the training needs analysis with the identified workers and their manager in the organisation (e.g. using 
purpose-designed surveys or questionnaires to gather data in personal interviews, phone interviews or email). 
The training program is required to include an appropriate mix of on the job and off the job learning activities, 
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assessment of learning outcomes and program evaluation design. Reports justifying the data collection methods, 
data analysis, and selection of training methods on the basis of theoretical constructs and models is required to 
be submitted, with appended data collection instruments used in the training needs analysis phase, training 
program resources, and program evaluation. 
 
Formative feedback mechanisms at an early stage in the project process provide developmental feedback on 
appropriate project selection, focus and magnitude. This is designed to ensure opportunities for students to 
restructure their approach if necessary, e.g. if the initial project is found to be unsuitable. Assessment criteria 
identify four equally weighted outcomes: (a) problem analysis, (b) rationale for problem analysis, (c) design 
solution and methodology, and (d) use of relevant concepts, models, principles and literature to justify the 
selected design, and are made available to students from an early stage in their project preparation. In addition, 
completion of the subject’s requirements provides the final stages of eligibility for a nationally recognised 
competency-based qualification within the Australian vocational education qualifications framework. 
 
So, the scope of the ‘consultancy to industry’ projects includes problem analysis and generation of possible 
solutions, self management, interpersonal skills (including professional interpersonal interactions, 
communication and relationship management), application of academic concepts and knowledge to practical 
challenges, and production of an extended written reflection and justification for both stages.  
 
Method 
 
The exploratory study reported here took place over a four year period. Data collection of this kind is most 
practically implemented through surveys, which can provide reliability, focused data gathering, respondent 
anonymity, and ease of administration (Robson, 2002). Three months after the conclusion of their studies in the 
subject (i.e. after the submission of all assessment tasks and the publication of final results), a short 
questionnaire was mailed to all full and part time undergraduate business students who had completed the 
subject in full, and had, therefore, experienced all aspects of the subject. Including only students in this category 
supported generalisability of the findings. Surveys were practically desirable (Sapsford, 1999) as a significant 
proportion of the students had completed their program of study and exited the university. A covering letter and 
reply paid return envelope accompanied each survey. During the course of the subject, the survey event was 
foreshadowed and information was provided on its use. In all, four separate student cohorts were surveyed, one 
for each year of the study (the subject is offered in one semester only, each year). Data were collected over four 
years as incremental changes were implemented in response to student feedback from prior surveys. Information 
about students’ responses to these changes was then obtained from the next cohort. Further, classes are small, so 
data were gathered over time to establish sufficient evidence of patterns of student perceptions and beliefs. 
 
The survey was designed as follows. It commenced with an explanation of its purpose and specific examples of 
enhancements to the subject arising from previous student responses. The subject was an advanced elective 
option, so students were asked for information about their reasons for undertaking it. Closed response questions 
addressed its likely application to their current and future job roles, and its influence on their future career 
aspirations. For students employed in the HR field at the time of their studies in this subject, more specific 
questions about the job relatedness and job usefulness of assessment tasks undertaken in the subject were 
included. Fixed alternative response questions (Robson, 2002) asked students to rank issues such as usefulness, 
relevance, practicality (5 point scales, 1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree), frequency (3 point scale, 1 = 
not at all, 3 = frequently), and the development of specific skills, e.g. time management (3 point scale, 1= not at 
all, 3 = a lot). Care was taken to ensure sets of fixed alternative responses were on a single dimension. 
 
Open ended questions were provided to capture information about students’ current work roles and any job 
requirements addressed by the subject’s learning outcomes. Open ended questions further allowed respondents 
to elaborate issues such as (a) the most useful aspects of the subject, (b) aspects able to be applied at work (e.g. 
“what specific aspects of the subject have you been able to apply in your current job”), (c) the best aspects of the 
subject, and (d) areas for further development. Questionnaires were self-completed anonymously to encourage 
frankness and returned in reply paid envelopes. A separate section which is not used for the research reported 
here, asked about use of the assessment criteria provided to students and the assessment criteria sheets’ 
contribution to enhancing understanding of the projects’ critical issues.  
 
In keeping with the small-scale nature of the study, exploratory data analysis was undertaken to establish 
frequency distribution for (a) responses to the closed response and fixed alternate response questions, and (b) 
recurring themes that were identified in responses to the open ended questions. These are presented and 
illustrated in the following section. 
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Results and Discussion 
 
Prior to the study, it was assumed by the subject coordinator that students’ primary motivation in undertaking 
this elective subject was instrumental, i.e. related to completion of the vocational education qualification as an 
additional employability related outcome. Secondary motivation was assumed to be the completion of extended 
studies in the HRM major. However, more than half (52%) of respondents identified that their interest in the 
training and development field was their primary motivation. Interestingly, however, 54% of all respondents 
indicated that they would not have enrolled in the subject if it did not also provide access to the vocational 
education certificate.  
 
Responses to the survey may reflect both the weakness of the postal survey method and the difficulties of 
attracting the attention of students who have moved on to the next phase of their life. Although students’ contact 
addresses were still retained on the university’s records, numerous students had completed their degree, returned 
to their home city, relocated to commence work, or returned to their home countries. It is likely that these 
factors may have impacted on the response rate (29%). Of those respondents, 47.9% were in employment at the 
time of the survey, including 12.5% employed within the Human Resource field. Variations in responses are 
evident between the employed and unemployed group of respondents, perhaps reflecting the informing 
influence of first-hand knowledge, personal observations and workplace colleagues among the employed group 
(Cox & King, 2006).   
 
The issue of the subject’s job relevance and usefulness was an important concern in this study. Of those students 
in employment, 82.5% strongly agreed with its job relevance, while more students currently not employed 
(96.8%) perceived it to be job relevant. In regard to usefulness, 100% of both employed and non-employed 
students rated the subject as being of practical value. Respondent comments included the following: “Although I 
do not work specifically in training and development I frequently facilitate mandatory training such as sexual 
harassment and discrimination training, and I found this subject very relevant to my work.” Hence, this student 
identified discipline knowledge and process skills as useful, job relevant outcomes which will provide additional 
expertise and rigour to future training activities.  
 
A different student noted: “Working with a real organisation to design a practical training program is very 
useful.” Numerous students provided additional comments on the value of carrying out a ‘real’ activity for 
assessment, for example: “The practical, hands-on approach to the subject was a great way to learn about 
training and development,” and from another student: “the practical experience – it’s one thing to LEARN about 
training etc but it’s another to actually DO it. The practical experience gave me confidence and enjoyment.” For 
a different student, the most useful aspect of the unit was described as “liaison skills, development of methodical 
approaches to consultation, and consultation process skills.” The latter student has identified that such 
integrative projects provide opportunities to develop and implement a repertoire of knowledge and skills. These 
comments are important: Kuchinke (2004, 2008) reports HRD students prefer applied HRD curricula and 
recommends HRD consulting projects be incorporated in formal courses to expand the reflection and knowledge 
deepening activities of the classroom. 
 
Students were asked to identify specific aspects of the subject that they were able to implement in their 
workplace during the subject and nominated the following: carrying out a training needs analysis, providing 
performance feedback, designing and conducting training sessions, designing training programs, implementing 
employee development and management development methods, and methods of assessing learning. This 
feedback provides support for the ‘consultancy to industry’ projects’ job relevance, utility and place in the 
curriculum, as these tasks are common and important in the training and development professional’s practice. 
 
Job links were specifically identified by a student as follows: “I feel I am now more competent to enter into the 
specific T & D field as opposed to generalist Human Resources.” Indeed, 47.9% of students noted that their 
career interest in the T & D field had been confirmed through the subject, e.g. “has confirmed my interest in the 
T & D field;” from another student “I thoroughly enjoyed teaching others what I had learned through my own 
personal research,” and from a different student: “I would like to specialise in this area.” Noted a further 
student: “I am looking for a job which involves training and development – the subject enabled me to see if I 
liked training and development and was capable of doing it.”  
 
Although the subject’s teaching was not specifically investigated by the survey, students commented on both the 
teaching and the confidence gained within a scaffolded environment that provided guidance and support (Billett, 
2003). For instance, in identifying the best aspects of the subject, 75% of students nominated the lecturer (the 
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subject coordinator). For instance: “I thoroughly enjoyed this subject and found that the friendly, interactive 
learning environment really helped to boost my confidence.” Another student noted: “The teaching was 
excellent; the structure of the course was good.” A different student commented: “Lecturer went out of her way 
to ensure we knew what was expected, helped throughout & gave good assignment feedback.” 
 
In further responses to the question asking for the best aspects of the subject, 83.3% of students identified the 
practical relevance and the assessment as the best aspects, followed by the lecturer (75%), and the extended 
understanding developed (41.6%). The interesting and interactive aspects of the subject were identified (33.3%) 
and improvements to skills were noted (25%). Responses included the following: “Being able to practice in a 
safe environment was definitely the best aspect for me,” from a second student: “made us think about and apply 
the information rather than just giving answers,” from a third student: “really gave a complete theoretical and 
practical understanding of T & D,” from another student: “a thoughtful unit – really challenged me” and from a 
different student: “more complex assignments required me to be more thoughtful.” These comments highlight 
the salient capacity of an authentic assessment approach (e.g. through consultancy projects) to enable students to 
demonstrate in-depth understanding, rather than simply awareness, i.e. understanding that is revealed through 
performance and contextualised judgement. 
 
The student responses reported above are encouraging in light of contemporary professional requirements in the 
training and development/human resource development (HRD) field. Buyens et al., (2001) suggest “the new role 
of an HRD practitioner will be that of a strategic learning facilitator” who will be capable of structuring and 
managing learning and knowledge development processes utilising a wide range of instructional approaches and 
mechanisms (Marquardt & Berger, 2003). So, more important, perhaps, than the micro-level skills of specific 
technical tasks likely to change with advances in the field, are the more strategic skills of analysing problems 
and applying critical appreciation of a range of appropriate constructs, models and strategies to their solution 
(Torraco & Swanson, 1995). 
 
Not all projects proceeded smoothly. Students identified workload management problems, competing priorities, 
misunderstandings of task requirements and challenges arising from industry partners, especially where the 
partner altered access agreements or was not available in concert with the student’s timeline. Such situations 
created pressure for the students and the academic coordinating the subject. Thus, one student summed up their 
experience in this way: “At the time (during semester) it was a huge workload and very stressful. But on 
reflection I’m glad I did it, as I learned a lot and have more confidence in my abilities.” In fact, almost 90% of 
respondents agreed the projects resulted in increased confidence in their abilities. Resolving pressures associated 
with the projects gave students experience in contingency management, creative problem-solving & pragmatic 
decision-making as they dealt with the task requirements. In this way, “insights and practical wisdom” 
(Kuchinke, 2008, p. 115) developed from the skills required to satisfactorily complete tasks of problem 
identification and resolution related to (a) the discipline and professional practice of the task, and (b) the 
personal and interpersonal spheres, necessary to address workload, industry partner and university demands.  
 
So, student feedback reveals the need for further investigation of process management problems. Such 
investigations should address the nature, level and scope of successful projects, relationship management 
guidelines, communications procedures, and student workload congruent with their course level. In addition, the 
future development of process management guidelines for the academic coordinator, students and employers 
would be helpful to simplify the initial setting up of projects and smooth achievement of desired outcomes for 
all stakeholders. Such guidelines would reassure industry partners and confirm the value of participation. For 
students and academics, project and process consistency would be improved across the cohort. In the following 
section, a summary of the important issues addressed through this study and the concluding remarks are 
presented. 
 
Conclusion 
 
The role and contribution of business schools have come under scrutiny in recent times (Starkey & Tempest, 
2005). It has been suggested that business education does not guarantee achievement of career goals (Ng & 
Burke, 2006). The need for business programs to include course components that increase discipline, profession 
and job relevance has been identified by students, employers and academics (Pfeffer & Fong, 2004). 
As previously noted, employers of graduates seek evidence of broad, transferable skills and attributes, and 
expect students to be able illustrate these during selection processes (Harvey et al., 1997; Stewart & Knowles, 
2001; Williams & Owen, 1997). In Australia, these skills have been nationally adopted and implemented 
throughout the compulsory education sector as employability skills, comprising: communication, team work, 
problem solving, initiative and enterprise, planning and organising, self management, learning and technology 
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skills (ACCI & BCA, 2002, pp. 2–3). Where undergraduate programs are linked to professional occupations 
which require discipline-specific knowledge and technical skills, it is desirable that authentic assessment is 
incorporated to foster students’ development and demonstration of their skills. Student ‘consultancy to industry’ 
projects may provide a rewarding and engaging mechanism to achieve these outcomes.  
 
Multiple challenges arise from implementing such projects in undergraduate programs. These include process 
management, achievement of desired learning outcomes across a wide range of organisation-specific project 
foci, and demonstrated value to host organisations. In the subject on whom this report is based, students work on 
real situations and training needs, offering their industry partners situationally-sensitive responses that reflect 
current conceptual and professional practice approaches. These potentially provide employers with both new, 
useable resources and connections to advances in the field. In addition, Nabi and Bagley (1998) have identified 
further benefits arising to employers from liaising with students through student projects, e. g. heightened 
profile in the graduate labour market and early access to quality candidates. Hence, demonstrable industry 
partner outcomes arising from student ‘consultancy to industry’ projects may be achieved. 
 
The need exists for the development of student workplace-based learning projects that can be implemented 
across undergraduate programs and meet the requirements identified for student outcomes, curriculum 
outcomes and industry partner outcomes. Such projects should present a level of involvement for the 
industry partner and the supervising academic which is not onerous or costly in relation to the outcomes. 
This paper argues that student ‘consultancy to industry’ projects provide one such option, and illustrates 
this argument with results from a study presenting students’ perceptions of the usefulness and job relevance 
of ‘consultancy to industry’ projects of the kind utilised in an advanced elective training and development 
subject. 
 
The study reveals that use of an authentic assessment and applied learning approach based on real organisational 
problems, enabled students to demonstrate several outcomes identified by Newmann and Archbald (1992), for 
instance: effective intelligence, adaptation to specific roles and situations, contextual performance drawing upon 
a repertoire of knowledge and skills, and attributes such as self and relationship management, creativity and 
contingency skills. Students were revealed to value opportunities to undertake practical, experienced-based, 
integrative assessment tasks which could be seen to contribute to their professional development in the training 
and development field, and to their generalised employability outcomes. 
 
Further research is needed into outcomes for industry partners, and the curriculum and administrative issues 
critical to securing the desired outcomes for key stakeholders. Based on the results of this exploratory study, it is 
proposed to proceed with a larger study. The study will be extended to additional undergraduate business units 
in which students are required to carry out a ‘consultancy to industry’ project. The proposed larger study aims to 
further the development of pedagogy and practice in the area of project and consultancy based learning to 
enhance outcomes (i) for students, (ii) within the faculty and university, (iii) for industry partners and (iv) the 
higher education sector. Outcomes are expected to include development of a framework to facilitate the 
expansion of ‘consultancy to industry’ projects across profession-based undergraduate programs. The study 
proposes to address needs identified in the field to (a) to link more closely management research, theory and 
practice (Transfield & Denyer, 2004); (b) ameliorate the traditional Cartesian approach which characterises 
theory, practice, learning and doing as distinct and separate fields of endeavour (see Raelin, 2007); and (c) 
enhance how practitioners prepare for professional practice (Neumann & Banghart, 2001; Kuchinke, 2008).  
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